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At the end of December, Gen. Humberto Ortega formally announced his retirement in February
1995 as head of the Nicaraguan Army (Ejercito Popular Sandinista, EPS). Ortega, who has headed
the EPS since it was founded 15 years ago following the overthrow of military dictator Anastasio
Somoza, will be succeeded by his second-in-command, Maj. Gen. Joaquin Cuadra Lacayo. Gen.
Ortega, the brother of Sandinista leader and former president Daniel Ortega, will leave behind
a long, illustrious, and at times controversial past when he retires as army chief on Feb. 21. Gen.
Ortega helped found the Sandinista army in 1979 after the overthrow of Somoza and is credited with
professionalizing the military, which has been reduced to 18,000 soldiers. At the height of the contra
war in the 1980s the EPS numbered 80,000. However, the decision by President Violeta Chamorro to
keep him on as head of the army after she took office in 1990 was a source of bitter debate and split
the center-right coalition that brought her to power.
Ortega also had his critics in the US, especially Sen. Jesse Helms (R-SC), whose threats to cut off US
aid were hinged on Ortega's dismissal. Meanwhile, Ortega's comments on his future political plans
have been contradictory. On the one hand, he has denied any interest in a political career, saying
that, "I will continue to be a revolutionary." And yet, when asked recently by an IPS reporter about
the possibility of running for president, he responded, "Let's see who offers to back my candidacy,
and then I would decide if it's worth it." Ortega's replacement as chief of the armed forces, Maj.
Gen. Cuadra, was proposed by the Military Council as stipulated in the new military code approved
in August (see NotiSur, 09/16/94). Cuadra is considered more "moderate" than Ortega and his
appointment has been favorably received by members of the Chamorro administration. (Sources:
Reuters, 11/21/94; Inter Press Service, 11/22/94; Central America Report, 12/09/94; Agence FrancePresse, 11/27/94, 12/15/95; Nicaragua News Service, 12/19/94)
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